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TO CHOOSE A FUTURE
By R. RIDKER and W. WATSON, JR.

Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 1980. Pp. 463. $33.50.
To Choose a Future represents a substantial effort by the authors
to project with computer models what might happen during the next
fifty years to selected natural resource supplies and the environment
in the United States under variable circumstances and courses of development. It is not a comprehensive resource document in the sense
that only passing reference is made to the forest and marine resources
which have played and will continue to play a big role in the future
of the United States and the world. Energy resources, agriculture,
non-fuel minerals, pollution, and other environmental concerns are
discussed in detail.
The book is a solid piece of work that deserves a place on library
shelves, but it is less valuable for the general reader seeking a better
understanding of the overall resource supply outlook than it is for
specialists. Lengthy discussions of the different resources and the
facets of the situation are sufficiently esoteric to discourage the
casual reader, and little time is devoted to the question of what these
findings mean in the way of needed actions and policies.
The authors have chosen to handle their subject by developing a
number of scenarios, each with its own set of assumptions as to future
economic developments and resource availability. This has enabled
them to consider how various resource policies, environmental standards, agricultural export levels, population growth rates, and productivity levels might affect the outlook. Eight determinants were varied
in the computer runs to cover the possibilities of change: demographic
trends, output per capita, style of living, geographic distribution of
population and economic activity, technological methods, changes in
resource base, international relations, and institutions and policies.
In what is essentially a comprehensive exercise in quantitative
modeling the authors have, for obvious reasons, excluded from consideration the likelihood of major wars, blockades, disastrous bureaucratic and political mistakes, and other unknowns capable of revolutionizing our perceptions of the future. Unfortunately 1979, which
was four years after the base year in the projections, has more than
its share of projection disrupting events, primarily the dramatic rise in
petroleum prices, the conflict with Iran, and the problems at the
Three Mile Island nuclear plant. These events in no way make the
carefully thought out projections in this publication less worthwhile.
They merely serve to reiterate an opening statement by the authors
that "This study should be viewed as part of a process, a continual
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quest for answers that, someday, will make it possible for people more
rationally to choose a future for themselves" (p. 2). Considering what
already has happened since 1975, it seems that greater attention
should be given in future analyses to the question of whether, in the
developing international political climate, the resources of the rest of
the world will be as available to the United States in the decades
ahead as has been assumed.
Although To Choose a Future is a thorough and thoughtful piece
of work, policy makers and others seeking to learn what it all means
may feel let down. The pressing need at this time is for scientific guidance in establishing long-range policies and goals that will help assure
the future well being of the country; the authors have offered little
advice in that regard. They selected a 50 year horizon for their analyses because, in their own words, "It is almost the shortest time period
that can be used for this purpose, but it is probably the longest period
over which we can maintain even a modicum of faith in our results"
(p. 4). This certainly is true. Yet, somehow, national resource and development policy must look further ahead than the expected life span
of 1980 high school graduates. Analysts such as Ridker and Watson,
who have gone through the labor of structuring large volumes of information, should be particularly well equipped to offer constructive
counsel on long-range national strategies and goals. I would have been
happier if the authors had been more expansive in that regard.
S. BLAIR HUTCHISON
Savannah, Georgia

